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Last year, Colombia's trade deficit grew by 28% to a record US$3.486 billion, according to year-end
statistics compiled by the Foreign Trade Institute (INCOMEX). As a result, since the beginning of
1995, President Ernesto Samper's administration has taken aggressive steps to lower the deficit,
granting new tax rebates and other concessions to promote exports while tightening some controls
to stunt an increase in imports. According to INCOMEX, in 1994 Colombia's export income grew
markedly. The country earned a total of US$8.408 billion last year, representing an increase of US
$1.297 billion, or 18%, compared with 1993, when exports brought in US$7.111 billion.
Coffee continued as the country's principal export earner in 1994, accounting for US$1.99 billion, or
24%, of total export income. In fact, income from coffee grew by a whopping US$850 million, or 75%,
compared with 1993, when coffee brought in only US$1.14 billion. A substantial improvement in
world market prices accounts for the increase, since the volume of coffee exported actually declined
by 14%, from 13 million 60 kilo sacks in 1993 to just 11.2 million sacks last year. Petroleum and its
derivatives continued as the country's second largest foreign-exchange earner last year. Oil and
other petroleum products brought in US$1.232 billion in 1994, representing a slight decline from the
US$1.323 billion earned in 1993.
Income from nontraditional exports grew by a healthy 13% in 1994 to US$4.514 billion, up from US
$3.981 billion in 1993. As a result, nontraditionals taken together accounted for 54% of Colombia's
total export income last year. Still, notwithstanding the hefty jump in export earnings in 1994, a 21%
hike in the value of imports during the year greatly offset the growth in exports. Imports totalled US
$11.894 billion last year, representing an increase of US$2.053 billion compared with 1993, when the
value of imports reached US$9.841 billion.
Imports of capital goods grew the most, climbing by 46% from US$3.304 billion in 1993 to US$4.830
billion in 1994. Intermediate goods also jumped by about 22% last year, from US$3.964 billion in 1993
to US$4.837 billion in 1994. In contrast, imports of consumer goods actually declined by 10% in 1994,
suggesting that much of the growth in imports reflected a healthy expansion in production last year,
as well as efforts by domestic manufacturers to modernize their factories. Nevertheless, given the
marked jump in imports, the trade deficit grew to record levels in 1994. In 1992,
Colombia still enjoyed a trade surplus of US$396 million. But in 1993 the surplus inverted to a deficit
of US$2.730 billion, and in 1994 the deficit increased by 28%, reaching US$3.486 billion. As a result,
since the beginning of 1995, the Samper administration has taken much more aggressive action to
promote exports and lower the trade deficit this year.
First, the government has initiated a policy of gradual but steady devaluation of local currency to
increase the price competitiveness of exports on the world market. During the first quarter of 1995,
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the exchange rate on the open market slid by about 4.4%, from 829.2 pesos per US$1.00 at the end of
December to 865.8 pesos per US$1.00 at the end of March, according to the Central Bank.
Second, in February the government decided to extend a tax rebate program for exports to cover a
much wider variety of goods, and it increased the amount that can be rebated to exporters by 3%. As
a result, according to Minister of Foreign Trade Daniel Mazuera, the government will spend about
US$94 million this year on the tax rebate program. "This measure clearly reflects our understanding
of how important the export sector is," said Mazuera. "It demonstrates a firm commitment to
provide assistance to those exporters that most need the government's help." Finally, to crack down
on unfair trade practices by importers and shore up domestic production, the government has
tightened its safeguards against "dumping" by foreign companies.
Under the measures, issued by the Foreign Trade Ministry in February, new definitions and criteria
will be used to determine if a company is dumping, new procedural time limits will be imposed for
government decisions (some time schedules will be extended but most will be shortened), and new
information gathering and consultation practices will be implemented that draw on the assistance
of international institutions. The government says the new rules and regulations bring the country's
anti-dumping regimen more in line with the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
Perhaps more important, under the new procedures, the category of "sensitive" import products
has been expanded, which in effect means that about 32% of the country's total imports will now
regularly be investigated to guard against unfair trade practices, which could slow the rate of growth
in imports.
So far, the government's efforts to increase exports has led to a sharp jump in export income since
the beginning of the year. In the first two months of 1995, the total value of exports jumped by nearly
30%, from 1.099 billion in January- February of 1994 to US$1.426 billion this year, according to the
official statistics agency (Departamento Nacional de Estadistica, DANE). In fact, in January alone
the dollar value of exports increased by 35%. Nevertheless, imports continued to outpace exports
during the first quarter. Although concrete figures for the first quarter are not yet available, the US
Embassy in Bogota reports that during the first three months of this year, the trade deficit widened
by another 41% compared with the same time period in 1994. [Sources: Colombia Economic News,
US- Embassy-International Market Insights (Bogota), 04/27/95, 05/03/95; Agence France-Presse,
03/01/95, 03/07/95, 04/03/95, 05/04/95, 05/11/95; Reuter, Inter Press Service, 05/11/95]
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